Abstract. In the article,
Introduction
The integration of farmers has a very long tradition in Poland. In times of the centrally planned economy, agricultural cooperatives had a very strong position. The economic system at the time ensured cooperatives with sources and conditions to purchase goods, guaranteed cheap loans, set the costs of basic items and determined the level of sales prices and margin amounts. The scope of activities of agricultural cooperatives was very broad. However, the entities were not enterprises with an entrepreneurial spirit, with a skill to take risks or use marketing activities. Therefore, as a result of social and economic changes, a significant decrease in the scope of activities and the role of cooperatives in Polish agriculture was observed. The crisis in cooperatives caused that Polish agricultural producers -deprived of care from cooperatives -were not able to function on the market. Gradually, attempts to undertake common actions in the form of agricultural producer groups were made. Initially, the process was very slow, as after the collapse of cooperatives farmers lost trust in the common form of management. However, on the other hand the market required large batches of agricultural products which would be prepared for sale, sorted, properly marked etc. The requirements could not be met by individual farmers. Therefore, despite the collapse of agricultural cooperatives, farmers started to think about undertaking group actions. The legal act regulating establishment of agricultural producer groups was adopted in 2000; however joining the European Union increased the pace of farmers organizing themselves. An important element related to joining the EU, which undoubtedly contributed to the establishment of producer groups, was the creation of a mechanism to provide financial aid to such entities. Achieving other benefits would not be such a strong stimulus to intensify actions in this aspect. In terms of financial aid for agricultural producer groups, the main role in this aspect was played by the Rural When it comes to the notion of an "agricultural producer group" it is worth mentioning that it does not mean any specific legal form. This term refers to an organization of the main goal, which is to launch products produced by farms of the members. Farmers can choose a legal form to be a cooperative, a limited liability company, an association or a society. As of 30 December 2017, in terms of selecting the legal form, limited liability companies and then cooperatives were the most popular.
Producer groups or organizations operate on the market among other economic entities. Therefore, they are subject to the same economic principles, competing for markets with national and foreign entities. Their operations are also justified in numerous economic theories, among others in neoclassical economics, new institutional economics or social economy. In neoclassical economics, a significant condition to undertake integration activities of agricultural producers is an imperfect market structure. It can be observed in the form of market asymmetry and large differences in the market strength of the participants in the food chain. In accordance with neoclassical economics, a method to reduce the lack of market balance between agricultural producers and other market participants is horizontal integration which involves common activities in the form of agricultural producer groups (Lemanowicz M., 2017) . Establishing producer groups is also justified in new institutional economics, in particular in terms of transaction cost optimization.
In the theory of transaction costs, the fundamental research unit is a contract, and contracts concluded by groups are always accompanied by various costs, which can be included among transaction costs (Coase R.H., 1993; Williamson O.E, 1998). They are costs incurred at the stage of seeking an opportunity to conclude a contract, seeking partners, entering into a contract, its execution and potential costs of problem solving after entering into a contract (Hardt L., 2009; Gorynia M., Mroczek K., 2013).
As mentioned before, despite the fact that the act on agricultural producer groups was adopted Thanks to acting as a group, farmers can win a lot of benefits, which would be either very difficult or even impossible in case of dispersed individual actions. Among basic benefits that farmers can obtain from horizontal integration, we can list a stronger competitive position of farmers in the market, improvement of economic efficiency of agri-production, better opportunities to create a base for storage, trade and processing, all due to joining capital, conclusion of favourable contracts and distribution of risk to all group members. It can also help to implement and develop marketing orientation of producers in the market ( in the form of annual instalments over the first five years counted from the date of entering an agricultural producer group into the register. Financial aid was calculated based on the annual net value of income from the sale of products produced by farms being members of the group and it was in subsequent years respectively:  5 %, 5 %, 4 %, 3 % and 2 % of the sold production value, if it did not exceed 1 million EUR, or  2.5 %, 2.5 %, 2 %, 1.5 % and 1.5 % of the sold production value which exceeded 1 million EUR.
The amount of financial aid in a given year could not exceed: in the first and second year -100.000 EUR, in the third year -80.000 EUR, in the fourth year -60.000 EUR and in the fifth year -50.000 EUR. When it comes to the principles to grant financial aid to agricultural producer groups within the RDP 2014-2020, it should be underlined that financial aid was aimed only at new agricultural producer groups, consisting of natural persons only, and which were approved not earlier than on 1 January 2014. Moreover, the following producer groups were excluded from receiving financial aid: live poultry, poultry meat (fresh and chilled) and fruits and vegetables.
Financial aid is executed in the form of annual payments in the 5-year period and it is: in the first year -10 %, in the second year -8 %, in the third year -6 %, in the fourth year -5 %, in the fifth year -4 % of net income of the group from the sale of products produced by agricultural farms being its members. The aid limit is 100.000 EUR for each year of the 5-year support period. Table 1 When it comes to financial aid granted to agricultural producer groups because of the product, for which they were established, the highest financial aid was received by groups created in the following categories: live poultry, meat or edible poultry offal -approx. 76.289.943 EUR; live pigs, piglets, weaners, pork -approx. 52.047.488 EUR; cereal grains and oilseeds -approx.
40.817.914 EUR. Table 2 presents the amount of financial aid paid to groups divided into product categories for which groups were created. The amounts provided concern support given within the i.e. groups or organizations which were approved not earlier than on 1 January 2014. Introduction of such a requirement significantly limited access to financial aid for groups which are already functioning on the market. To sum up, it should be underlined that having the status of an approved agricultural producer group and an approved business plan constitutes a necessary condition to be able to apply for financial aid within action 9 "Creating producer groups and producer organizations". Approval of an agricultural producer group and a business plan takes place by means of an administrative decision upon request of the concerned group.
Referring to the presented amounts of financial aid grated to agricultural producer groups, it should be clearly underlined that thanks to such aid agricultural producer groups received nearly 240 million EUR up until 30.09.2017 to support the process of their creation and development. It should be mentioned that execution of action 9 within RDP 2014-2020 is going to take several more years; therefore, the amount of financial aid granted to agricultural producer groups will be even higher.
Conclusions

1)
Agricultural producer groups and producer organizations play a very important role in development of Polish agriculture.
2) Group activity in agriculture has a very long tradition, previously known as cooperatives.
However, development of Polish cooperatives was hampered by political changes started in 1989.
3) Currently we can observe the rebirth of group farmers' activities according to new principles based on new legal acts. A significant element which accelerated the process of farmers organizing themselves into groups was financial support for agricultural producer groups.
4) The Rural Development Programme is an important financial instrument supporting the development of group activities in agriculture. 7) It was decided that the legal form which received the largest number of points when applying for financial aid is a cooperative. At the same time, it is underlined that larger entities, consisting of more than 10 members, should be established, which will ensure a higher ranking position.
8) Limiting access to funding and introduction of new legal regulations related to the approval of groups caused a decrease in the number of registered groups.
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